THE despondent generation which once accepted appeasement as a policy and Mr Neville Chamberlain as a statesman has undergone a salutary chastening. We nnd ourselves living in an age of great events, great actions, and even great speeches. It' is as if the march of ' time had taken a 'turn backward to the age of Austerlitz and Trafalgar. We have seen a more diabolical Napoleon arise in Europe, and a more heroic Pitt in this country. We have seen guns frowning and blazing a t each other across the Straits of Dover, and have heard rumours of Rat-bottomed barges collected at Boulogne. We have even realized an earlier nightmare, which the age of Pitt would have thought fantastic: Some=: airy devi l hovers in the sky, And pours down mischief.1
Though our Waterloo may still be far distant we have already witnessed the discomfiture of the airy devil in one of the decisive battles of the world; for there can be little doubt that the future historian will accord that dignity to the victory of the Royal Air Force in the autumn of 1940.
In this congenial atmosphere it is possible to read the greater pronouncements of Burke with a certain sympathy-to use the word in its literal sense-hardly to be attained in more tranquil times. Both Buckle' and Lord Morley' think it inexcusable that Burke should have quarrelled with Fox because of a disagreement about the French Revolution. It has always been an unwritten law of party warfare-the only kind of warfare which these historians knew by experience-that political differences shall never be allowed to interfere with personal friendships, and a Cabinet Minister usually had as many friends among the Opposition as on his own side of the House; but that law, like some more formal enactments, is suspended at times of real crisis, and we should certainly be scandalized if we knew of a member of ;he present government who was on intimate terms with an admirer of the Nazi system. That is one example of several accusations which answer themselves when they are examined in the light of more recent events .
Another is that Burke's careful ' literary craftsmanship is incompatible with perfect spontaneity, and therefore, it is darkly hinted, with perfect si ncerity. Lord Morley records with wonder that "Burke revised, erased, moderated, strengthened, emphasized, wrote and re-wrote with indefatigable industry"; that "he lingered busily, pen in hand, over paragraphs and phrases, antitheses and apothegms"; that he was "unwearied in this insatiable correction and alteration." We should not think that remarkable today. In Lord Morley's time it was generally agreed that the only genuine inspiration is the inspiration of the moment, and the highest praise that could be bestowed upon an orator was that he had spoken fluently for some incredible number of hours without a note. "The secret of eloquence, " as Lord Lytton was fond of saying, "is to be in earnest." The present generation is more likely to approve of Burke's habit of filing and polishing. Mr Win ston Churchill has never made any secret of the fact that his mOTe important speeches are prepared to the last hesitation, and we have frequently heard it-announced from America t, hat President Roosevelt was putting the finishing touches to a projected address to the nation. If the spoken word may be so elaborated in ad'nnce there can be still less objection to the revision of a manuscript intended for the printer.
These, it is true, are triBing matters. A more serious accu'Sation, which cannot be answered in a few words, is that Burke's hatred of the Frerlch Revolution led him to repudiate all t he political wisdom which he had acquired in thirty years. Lord Morley, while admitting some excuses, joins in the charge 'of inconsistency with rhetorical gusto.
What has become of the doctrine that all great public collections of men . .. "possess a marked love of virtue and an abhorrence of vice"? Why was the French Asse mbly not to have the benefit of this admirable generalis:ttion? What has become of all those sayings about the presumption, in all disputes between nations and ru lers, "being at least on a par in favour of the people"; and a popu_ lace neve r rebdling from passion for atta~kJ but from impatience of su ffering?, And where is now that strol1g dictum, in the letter to the Sheriffs of Bri stol, th at "general rebe llion s and revolts of a whole people never were tncotlragtd, now or at any timej they are always prolJoktd"?4
Here again the conditions 9£ our own day may afford some en-4/bid., 243.4. li ghtenment, though the parallel is not so simple and obvious as in the two ' former cases .
There is one answer to the charge of inconsistency which must be considered more dam aging to Burke's reputation than the indictment itself, though it has satisfied many of his admirers. It is, in effect, that Burke was not a ra tional person . H is mind, it is said, was ruled by his emotions. His impulses were generous and noble, and in a pitched battle between good and evi l he would have rendered memorable service; but party divisions seld om presen t the clear-cut simplicity of the point at issue between St George and the dragon, and Burke's gorgeous imagination and over-.. powering eloquence might be as dangerous to the truth whi ch he wished to uphold as to the error which he wis hed to demolish. M~caulay, while acknowledging the excellence of his inten tions, considers that he was "led into extravagance by ,a tempestuous sensibility which domineered over all his faculties.'" J.ord Morley quotes an unnamed critic who describes Bu rke as (fa resplendent and far-seeing rhetorician, rather than a deep and subtle th inker," and another who declares that "it would be hard to find a single leading principle or prevailing sentiment in one half of these works, to which something extremely adverse cannot be found in the other half.'" More recently Sir W alter Raleigh has extolled his imagination almost to equality with Shakespeare's, but adds that "it is useless . .. to look in Burke for any statement of abstract principles of government." 1 A contrary view is taken by Leslie Stephen, who maintains that Burke is "primarily a philosopher, and therefore instincti vely sees the illustration of a general law in every particular fac t. " 8
It must be admitted that there are many passages in Burke's writings which seem to support the case made out by his candid friend s, and to lend a certain air of paradox to Leslie Stephen's opinion. H e constantly fulminates against philosophers, theorists; calculators, men of speculation, as if it were a crime to pursue an . argument to its logical conclusion. H e believed, as is well known, that the fabric of society and..,e development of its institutions from age to age are guided by a mysterious Providen ce whose ends When Pope declared with affected modesty that he " stooped to truth, and moralized his song," he meant by truth precisely what Burke meant by a "stock of reason": a collection of empirical rules gathered by common sense from experience. It is that practical wi sdom which embodies itself naturally ih proverbs, and which a literary artist may fashion into epigrams. We can hardly wish for a better definition of an epigram than Pope has given in the line "What oft was thought but ne'er so well expressed"; and it is because he makes this "true wit" the substance of his verses that he will always rank at an infinite distance below Wordsworth and Coleridge, who are essentially ratio~al. The truth to which one stoops, and to which the reader assents at the first glance, is not the truth of reason; it is the partial truth of an age, limited by circumstances and often invalidated by the different circumstances of the succeeding age. Is it an infallible ruk that "the proper study of mankind is man"? Is it only the poor Indian who "sees God in trees and hears him in the wind"? Is it certain that Harder is Heaven' s first law"? Who that is not prepared to define knowledge and to say how much constitutes a little can profess to know whether "a little knowledge is a dangerous thing" ? In Pope's time, almost exactly bridging the interval between the Revolution of 1688 and the Reb ellion of 1745, it may have been a safe generalization that only fools contest for forms of govern ment, and that "that which is best administered is best," but do we agree today that forms of government are of no importance? D emocracy and Naziism are both forms of government, and we are not fighting the greatest war in history merely because we think that democracy is better administered.
I t is natural to turn to the Essay on Man for illustration s of that fal se reason which Burke distrusted; for most of the "true wit" which Pope dresses to advan tage was supplied by Bolingbroke, and Burke's opposition to Bolingbroke and all his works is a fundamental fact which explains much that has puzzled his biographers. Lord Morley, speaking of the Vindication oj Natural Society, remarks that "the study of Bolingbroke which preceded this excellent imitation left a permanent mark, and traces of Bolingbroke were never effaced from the style of Burke."" That is true, but more important than his imitation of Bolingbroke's style is his early rejection of Bolingbroke's political doctrine. Lord Morley continues :
The most in teresting fact about this spirited performance is, t'hat it is a satiric~l literary handling of the great proposition which Burk e en forced, with all the thund er and lurid effulgence of hi s most passionate rhe toric, fiv e and thirty years later. This proposition is that the world wpuld fall into ruin, "i f the prac tice of all moral duties, and the foundations of society, rested upon having their reasons made clear and demonstrative to every in' djvidua l."l~ . In other words, the argument of the Vt"n" dication anticipates almost verbally the argument of the Rejlections, though the long interval had been crowded with events which might have induced Lord Morley has not made that distinction, and it seems to one reader that in failing to interpret his use of the word reason he fails to interpret Burke. It is true that Burke himself has not given a formal definition, and seems generally content to mean by reason what Bolingbroke had meant by it; but there is one passage in which he speaks of common sense, though not by that name, in terms which might have been suggested by a critical study of the Essay on Man. It occurs in the course of hi s defence of the party system in the Present Discontents. "It is an advantage," he says, "to all narrow wisdom and narrow morals, that their maxims have a plausible air; and, on a cursory view, appear equal to first principles. They are light and portable. They are as current as copper coin; and about as valuable. They serve equally the first capacities and the lowest; and they are, at least, as useful to the worst men as to the best. Of this stamp is the cant of Not men, but measures; a sort of charm by which many people get loose from every honourIlBurlu,20. u/bid., 21. The quotation is from the Preface which Burke wrote for the second edition of the Vindication, publish ed in 1765. able engagement."" We all know these qu estionable maxims. They are known today as "slogans."" They are not the product of reason, and Burke shows himself aware of the fact by speaking of their inferiority to first principles.
It is in hi s comments on the section o f the Preunt Discontents from which this extract is taken tha t Lord Morley is most disappointing. Earlier in the chapter he has reminded us that "it was Bolingbroke ... of whom Burke was thinking, when he sat down to the composition of his tract," Bolingbroke's Palriot King bein g " the fo untain of the new doctrines, which Burke trained his party to understand and to res ist."" So far all is well. Coming to "the remarkable vindication of Party, which fills the las t dozen pages of the pamphlet," Lord Morley feels compelled to admit that Bolingbroke has made out" strong case, which he strengthens still further by adding some arguments of his own,IO How, then, one is led to enquire, does Burke defend the party system against so powerful an attack? According to Lord Morley, he does not defend it. "Nothing is more easy to demolish by the bare logical reason. But Burke cared nothing about t he bare logical reason, until it had been clothed in convenience and custom, in the affections on one si de, and experience on the other."l7 The tru t h is that Burke was supremely competent to meet su btlety with subtlety; but on this occasion it was not Hthe bare logical reason," properly so called,' which supplied the arguments of his opponent: it was that narrow wisdom and those narrow morals whose maxims may sometimes, but only on a cursory view, "appear equal to first principles."
The omniscient Lecky tells us that the catchword "Not men, but measures" was current among the followers of Chatham.
I8
That is a significant fa ct, for Chatham had come into public life as the disciple of Bolingbroke, and, though his practice was better than his theory, believed profoundly in the principles of the Palriot uW orks, HI. 170.1. uIncorrec tl y, because a sloga n is the name of a Hi ghland chief used as a battle-cry by his fo llowers. he says, "of breaking up parties, his incapaci ty of acting steadily with any connection, his preference "for ministers formed out of isolated politicians detached from d' ifferent connections, the obsequious reverence he repeatedly showed for the Sovereign, his manifest wish in at least one period of his life to employ the political influence of the Court to destroy the cohesion of aristocratical faction s, were all in the highest degree offensive to Burke."" These differences may appear trivial. In ·reality they are fundamental. The essential feature of the English system of government as we know it today is the united Cabinet, speaking with one voice arid jointly responsible f'lr every public act of each of its members. Nominally it is appointed by the King, and consists of the King's personal advisers, or l)1inisters; in practice it is chosen by the Prime Minister as the leader of the predominant party in Parliament; and depends on the support of that party for its political existence. to embody the will of the nation in himself, he would exercise absolute power. It follows that he would not tolerate the existence ora united Cabinet drawn from one party, for such a body, supported by the House of Commons, would be in a posi tion to dispute his right to speak for the nation. He must be free to choose his ministers at his own discretion, from all parties or from none;21 uIbid., 192. 2Qlbid., 198. 2lAs Burke expresses it, "the rule for forming administrations is mere personal ability, ... taken by draughts from eve ry divi sion and denomination of public men" (Work.s, lV, 167).
he would expect them to have the outlook of civil servants, to confine themselves to th e affairs of their several departments, and to h'ave no opinion in common on matters of high policy.
Chatham 's "avowed design of breaking up parties" is, therefore, the natural result of his devotion to the principles of Bolingbroke ..
Hi s preference for mini sters "detached from different connections
H proves his aversion to the Cabinet system . His "obsequious reverence" for the Sovereign follows .naturally. So does his desire tf to destroy the cohesion of aristocratical factions"; for the only party capable of forming a Cabinet with a corporate will of its own was the party of Rockingham, which Burke supported. That party consisted mainly of the powerf)il Whig families descended from the authors of t he Revolution. The judgmen t of time on this question has been given in favour of Burke, for the Cabinet system has remained. It was seriously challenged for the last time in 1839, and it might be said with but a slight stretch of fancy t hat the debate was conducted by the shades of Chatham and Burke speaki·ng in the persons of Macaulay and Peel. Macaulay quoted with great effect Chatham's assertion that "there never was an instance of an united Cabinet," and his rhetorical question, "When were t he minds of twelve mcn ever cast in one and the same mould?" Peel replied, according to Trevelyan, "with a feeble and partial argument, set off by a fine quotation from Burke."22 Perhaps we must admit that here again common sense is on the side of Chatham. The fact remains that Burke has proved t o be the truer prophet, for the principle which he advocated almost alone in 1770 was found, in spite of Macaulay, to be firmly established in 1839, and it is still more firmly established today. It would be manifestly absurd to say that this vindication proves the superiority of prejudice or blind instinct to reason, although, as we have seen, Burke himself, influenced by Bolingbroke's terminology, has used language apparently justifying that paradoxical conclusion. We must prefer to say that it proves the superiority of the intuitive reason to the common sense of Bolingbroke.
Chatham lived long enough to see that he had been wrong in encouraging the youthful George III to play the Patriot King. The experiment opened the most dismal chapter in modern English history, beginning with a complication of domestic troubles enough to provoke a revolution and ending with the separation of America.
Looking back upon that disastrous episode, we lightly assumed, until a few years ago, that the evil of despotism had been drained to the dregs, and that nothing worse was possible. We no longer cherish that comforting illusion. Exactly seventy years ago Bishop Lightfoot could begin a lecture on "Christian Life in the Second and Third Centuries" with these words : "Living, as we do, in an age when the rights of the individual are loudly proclaimed and scrupulously respected, it is difficult for us to conceive the tyranny which In ancien t times the State exercised over the thoughts and actions of the subject."" Living, as we do, in 1942, we should be infinitely happier if it were difficult to conceive these things. Unfortunately it is only too easy. In the last three years we have learnt more about the possi bilities of human degradation than Lightfoot's researches could have discovered· in a lifetime. We have seen the curse of Hitler descend upon a whole continent. Compared with this the plagues of the Middle Ages we,e a light affliction. This is the pestilence of the intellect, the Black .Death of the soul.
What we are witnessing in Europe today is the doctrine of the King George in 1766 expressed the hope that " the Earl of Chatham will zealously give his aid towards destroying all party distincti' ons and restoring that subordi nation to governm ent which can alone preserve that inestimable blessing, liberty) from degenerating into licentiousness."25 We have seen that policy carried out in Germany in a manner whi~h left no room for argumen t and no need for soothing platitudes. It cannot be counted as a departure from Bolingbroke's rule that the Nazi party was not subdued with the rest, for that party seems to consist of Hitler himself and his chosen underlings, and to be indistinguishable from the State. What has become of the others is a mystery, perhaps not to be revealed until the walls of concentration camps can speak. All that we can say with certainty is that they have been subdued.
Di ctators, as we know, have a short way with Parliaments.
They abolish them at one stroke. In Bolingbroke's age and country that would have been impossible, and no politician who hoped to be taken seriously would have proposed it; but if the King is to rule actively, as the common fa ther of his people, it. is difficult to see how the H quse of Commons can perform any function that would proposal is, in fact, a practical compromise. He has no obj ection to a harmless assembl y of representatives, but he in sists upon the necessity of frequent and regular elections, " by which there is not suffi cien t time given, to form a majority of the representatives of the people into a ministerial cabal; or by which, if this should happen, such a cabal must be soon broken."" As a safeguard against the formation of parties and the emergence of a Cabinet he would have annual Parliaments if possi ble, or, at the most, triennial.!!8 Burke, as we should expect, is of a different opinion. If this is due to another of his prejudices there must have been as much method in his prej udices as in H amlet's madness. "With great truth I may aver," he says in the Present Disco11tents, "that I never remember to have talked on this subj ect with any man much conversant with public business, who considered short parliaments as a real improvement of the constitution ."29
Let us do justice to Bolingbroke. In spite of a certain admixture of low ambition and petty jealousy, his principal motives were not discreditable. No one supposes th at he foresaw all the evil consequences which his t heory might produce if carried to lengths beyond his contemplation in a later and a different age. His fault, on the contrary, is that he did not foresee them; and that is a fa ult not of the heart but of t he intellect. He mistook the circumstances of the moment for the eternal order, and the promptings of common sense for eternal t ruth . In attempting to be rational he succeeded only in being logical within t he limits of an isolated proposi tion . Burke, who was impatient of logical propositions, is profoundly an,d comprehensively rational. Si r Walter Raleigh is right when he says that Burke has left no statemen t of the abstract principles of government. For that we must look to Bolingbroke, and to those spiritual descendants of Bolingbroke who tell us that "all our past proclaims our future." While Bolingbroke explains everything in heaven and earth as if he were conducting a party of tourists round the universe, Burke is conscious of an un folding purpose not to be apprehended except in its fulfilment . "When I thought of choice; and therefore he owes his crown to· the choice of his people." This he describes as "a miserable subterfuge." He then proceeds to examine t he "three fundamental rights" alleged to have been est ablished in England by the Revolution of 1688, and now to be established in France: "To choose our own governors"; u to cashier them for misconduct"; "to frame a government for ourselves." If we were to add as a fourth t he right of the King to rule despotically sO long as he is allowed to rule at all we should have here the whole essence of Bolingbroke's system. The friends of the French Revolu tion di d not, of course, make that addition. The autocratic fea tu res of the Patriot King were neglected by t he Radicals, just as t he democratic features had been neglected by the Tories. Burke saw the scheme as a whole and opposed it as a whole, in whatever form it might appear.
It is often said, and with some degree of justice, that Burke was deficient in exact knowledge of t he social conditions which preceded the French Revolution . "The simple truth," as Lord Morley expresses it, is that he "did not know enough of the subject about which he was writing."33 It is all the more unfortunate, for that reason, that throughout long sections of the work he involves himself in masses of detail which tend to obscure his leading principles. This defect has the further disadvantage that it has led critics 01 a later age, with' better sources o f information at their di sposal, to scrutinize the Reflections page by page in the manner of an exami ner, awarding marks for correct statements and withholding them for errors, and arriving in this way at a mechanical percentage of merit. At some stages it seems dou btful whether the candidate can hope to secure his place in t he pass list, but his prospects are saved by a brilliant flash of insight, deserving of high credit. The following passage, it is said, is a clear prophecy of t he rise of Napoleon:
If the present project of a republic should fail, all securities to a moderated freedom fail along with it; all the indirect restraints which mitigate despotism are removed ; insomuch that if monarchy should ever again obtain a~ entire ascendency in France, under this or unde r any ather dynasty, it will probably be, if not voluntarily tempered, at setti ng out, by the wise and vir" tuaus counsels of the prince, the most co mpletely arbitrary power that has ever appeared on earth. This is to playa mast desperate game.'" It was natural in the las t century that the mere phrase "arbitrary power" should evoke thoughts of Napoleon. We think less uBur/ct,235. a·,Yorlcs, IV, 303-4.
THE UN IVERSITY OF TORONTO QUARTERLY
of Napoleon today, ~nd are inclined to examine Burke's prediction more · carefully in its context. A true prophet, as dis tinguished from a magician or soothsayer, not only foresees what will happen but foresees how and why it will happen, and the causes which seemed, in Burke's view, to tend to the creation of a new tyranny; have no resemblance to those which actually created the Napoleonic Empire. Even in the throes o f the Revolution France never ceased to be a united nation and a formid able power, and Napoleon appeared as the symbol of strength, not of weakness. Burke believed that the country was in a state of chaos, and threatened with impending dissolution. He speaks of its flpresent di sgraceful and deplorable situation" as OD e of "servitude, anarchy, bankruptcy, and beggary." The new electoral scheme, he says, "has a direct and immediate tendency to sever France into a variety of republics." Thi s is the policy of conquerors, and Burke observes that the present rulers "treat France exactly like a country of conquest." They have imposed upon the nation the kind of freedom which. the Romans imposed upon Greece and Macedon. "They destroyed the bonds of their union, under colour of providing for the independence of each of their ci ties.""
In most of these particulars Burke was wrong, but he was right in his guiding principles. Had the state of France been as he supposed it to be in 1790, the consequences which he predicted would have followed. Anarchy and mi sery would have ended in despotism. That is confirmed by the events of our own day. The truth is that the system of the Patriot King cannot for long be inverted into the system of the Patriot Proletariat. At the first shock the pyramid will right itself; a new Dictator will take possession of the peak, and the people, sovereign though they may be in theory, will sink into servitude at the base. We" have seen that rule exemplified several times within the last twenty years: What, then, shall we say of France? A century and a half after the Revolution, we have seen just that condition of chaos, turmoi l and di"ision which Burke foresaw in 1790. In the last years before the present war the country seemed to be breaking up, not into separate states, as Burke had imagined, but into separate societies: the Freemasons, the League of the Rights of Man, the Republican Federation, the League of the Republic." The central government could not enforce taxation, and with each unavailing attempt its authority was weakened. Prime Ministers came and went in an endless procession. The Cabinet, which seemed to be chosen almost at random, and always from the same group of individuals, had no principles in common, for the prin ciples upon which parties had once been founded had disintegrated into the wearisome jargon ' of the Right, the Left and the Centre."
The time was not far distant when France would find a Patriot King or personal ruler of some kind, and be treated, even if it had not been conquered, "exactly like a country of conquest." The war hastened the even t, but cannot be said to have caused it. It appears, then, that Burke's prediction was not fulfilled, in spite of Lecky and Lord Morley, by the monstrous Empire of Napoleon. This the student of history will discover; but the reader of today's newspaper will find that something very much like that prediction has been realized in the feeble dictatorship of Marshal Petain. The decrepit Quisling of Vichy has declared that he finds nothing in the Nazi system that he cannot hearti ly approve.
USee Professor J. S. Will's very enlightening article on "The Collapse of France," in the QUARTERLY for October, 1940, which lends itself to compa rison with the section of the Rtjltctions from which I have quoted.
u These terms are said to have originated in the physical structure of the French Chamber, which was sha ped like a horseshoe, so that members could stroll the whole distance from the seats on the President's right to those on hi s left by continuous progression, or rest anywhere on the way. It is regrettable that some misguided journalists hav e attempted to introduce the same terms into English politics, where they have no mea ning. The House of Commons I S arranged to accom modate tWO parties, Government and Opposition, and it is only on the rarest occasions that a Member has bee n known to "cross the fioor." Even in the abnorma l circumstances of today Mr Churchill is still, for Parliamentary purposes, the leader of a party, though that party comprises about ninety-eight per cent of the House.
